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A SHORT 


HISTORY 

OF THE 

BROWN-TAIL MOTH, &c. 


T HE attention of the public has of late been ftrongly 
excited by the unufual appearance of infinite * numbers 
of large white webs, containing caterpillars, conspicuous on 
almoft every hedge, tree, and Ihrub, in the vicinity of the 
metropolis; refpefting which, advertifements, paragraphs, 
letters, &c. almoft without number, have appeared m the feve- 
ral news-papers, moft of which, though written with a good 
defign, have tended greatly to alarm the minds of the people. 


* Some idea may be formed of their numbers from the following circum- 
ftance In many of the parifhes about London, fubfenptions have been 
opened, and the poor people employed to cut off and colleS the webs at one 
tolling per buthel, which have bean burned under the mfpea.on of the 
church-wardens, overfeers, or beadle, of the parifh : at the firft onfet of tins 
bofinefs, four-fcore bulhels, as I was moft credibly informed, were colleft d 
in one day in the rarilh of Clapham. 
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Specially the weak and the timid. Some of thofe writers have 
gone fo far as to afiert, that they were an ufual prefage of the 
plague ; others, that their numbers were great enough to ren¬ 
der the air peftilential, and'that they would mangle and deftroy 
every kind of vegetable, and flarve the cattle in the fields, 
k tom thefe alarming mifreprefentations almoft every one, igno¬ 
rant of their hiftory, has been under fome difmal apprehen- 
fions concerning them ; and even prayers have been offered up 
in fome churches, to deliver us from the apprehended approach¬ 
ing calamity. 

To give the public a true idea of the nature of thefe Infeeds, 
and thereby difpel their imaginary terrors; to fhew what tire 
mifehiefs are which they are really capable of occafioning, and to 
point out the moft likely means of obviating thofe mifehiefs, 
are the motives which induce me to collect together and publifh 
the notes and obfervations I have from time to time made con¬ 
cerning them, not as containing the compleateft poffible hiftory 
of the Infeft, but fuch as may be expected on the fpur of the 
oecafon. 

It may be remarked, in the firft place, that the Infedt in 
queftion is net new in this country, being every year to be 
found in abundance, and well known to thofe who collect 
Ixrfedts to be the Caterpillar of the Brown~ta'd Moth : nor is it 
peculiar to this country, but found in many parts of Europe, 
and has been conf dered, by all who have written on it, as noto¬ 
rious for its ravages. Ai.bin, an Englifh writer on Infects, 
1720, fays, that the Caterpillars of this moth lay themfelves 
up in webs all winter, and as foon as the Buds open, they 
come forth and devour them in fuch a manner, that whole 
frees, and fometimes hedges, for a great way together, are 
abfolutely bare. Geoffjroy, a French author, in his Hiftory 
4 of 
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ot the Infers about Pans, defcribes it as the moft common of 
aii^ with them ; that it is found on moft of their trees, which it 
often ft rips entirely of their foliage in the fpring * 

Our great naturahft Ray alfo defcribes this Caterpillar in his 
Hijipna Inferior uni f. It is likewife figured and defcribed by 
RoesKl, a German writer. Linnaeus has either omitted or 
confouiided it with the Pbahena Chryforrhaa , or Tel/ow-tail 
Moth, with which it has a great affinity. 

Theie authorities will be fufficient to ffiew, that it is no new 
Infeft, and that its ravages are not unufual. It muft, liowever, 
be allowed that they are, and have been the two laft years' 
uncommonly great, and unufually extenfive. 
k Whe&i Infers are multiplied in this extraordinary manner, it 
is feldom that they extend through a whole country : the pre- 
cife tradt which thefe occupy I have had no opportunity of ob- 
ferving. On the Kingfton Road I traced them as far as Putney 
Common, on the farther part of which, on the trees about 
Coomb Wood and Richmond Park, a web was not to be feen. I 
remarked, that they were extremely numerous to the diftance of 
about eight miles on the Uxbridge Road. On the Great Weftern 
Road they terminated about the Star and Garter leading to 
Kew; from whence to Alton in Hampffiire, not one was vifi- 
ble; and I have received undoubted information from other 

quarters, that the deftrudion they occafion is by no means 
general. 


Sa Chenille a feize pattes. C’eft la plus commune tie toutes. Elle eft 
vetue , de couleur jaunfcre, et elle vient fur prefque tous les arbres, qu’elle 
cepou.He fouvent cntiercment dcs ]es printems. Gfoffkoy Hijl. abrL i„ 
tnjefles qui fe trouvent aux Environ^de Parts , p . 117, 

t Thus, Eruca longis pilisfulvis birfuta pulla, pm'iiu ntbh et duolus rubris in 
JMO dor Jo varia , p. 347, 

Having 
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Having {hewn, that this infett is neither new in its appear¬ 
ance, nor general in its ravages,, I {hall endeavour to demon- 
ftrate, that there is no reafon to be fo dreadfully alarmed about 
its effects, as its powers of deftruftion are much more limited 
than is generally imagined. 

Experiment teaches us, that there are fome Caterpillars 
which are defigned to feed on one kind of plant only, as the 
Papilio Urticce, and Io,/mail Tortoife-Jhcll and Peacock Butterflies', 
thefe are never found on any other plant than the flinging 
nettle. Others that are attached to two or more forts, as the 
Phalana Verbafci , or Water Betony Moth , which appears to be 
equally fond of the Mullein and Water Betony: while others 
will devour indifcriminately almoft every kind of herb, {hrub, 
or tree, as the P ha Lena Antiqua , or Vapourer Moth , which I 
have feen to thrive on the deadly Nightjhade and poifonous Laurel. 

The prefent Caterpillar is not fo limited a feeder as fome, 
nor fo general a one as others. Its whole oeconomy, however, 
{hews it defigned to feed on trees and fhrubs, on which alone it 
is ever found. Thefe afford it a fupport for its web, which is 
an habitation in many refpefls effential to its exiftence, and 
with which herbaceous plants cannot fupply it. 

We may, therefore, with as much propriety expe& to fee 
.the Cabbage Butterfly, Papilio Braflicre , feed on our Oaks and 
Elms, as to find thefe Caterpillars deftroying our Herbs or 
Grafs. 

The following fa£ts will ferve to corroborate what is here 
advanced. They are found on the 

Hawthorn mofl plentifully. 

Oak the fame. 

Elm very plentifully. 

Mofl fruit trees the fame. 


Blackthorn 
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Blackthorn plentifully, 

Rofe trees the fame. 

Bramble the fame. 

On the Willow and 

Poplar fcarce. 

None have been noticed on the 
Elder. 

Walnut . 

Fir, or 

- Herbaceous Plants. 

Thus it appears, that the only mifchiefs thefe Caterpillars 
are capable of occafioning, is to rob particular trees and Ihrubs 
of their foliage and blofloms :■ it remains to confider how far 
the trees and fhrubs will be injured by fuch a lofs ? and how 
far it may be injurious to their owners ? I have found, by 
repeated obfervation, that thofe trees and (hrubs which have 
been entirely ftripped have not been killed thereby, but as foon 
as the Caterpillars have removed to change to Chryfalis, they 
have put forth frelh foliage: the only lofs, therefore, the 
owner fuftains from their depredations on thofe trees which are 
not cultivated for the fake of their fruit, is fome check to their 
growth, and a temporary deprivation of the beauties of fpring 
and autumn. With refpebt to fruit trees, the injuries they 
fufiain are more ferious ones; as in deftroying the blofloms, 
as yet in the bud, they alfo deflroy the fruit in embryo : the 
owners of orchards and flandard fruit trees have therefore mofl 
reafon to be alarmed. 

The idea of their producing the plague, &c. is founded in 
the groffeft ignorance, and carries with it its own refutation ; 

the- 
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the health of the public is not, nor cannot be affedled by them, 
either immediately or remotely. 

Some perfons have been alarmed lead:, as they have now in- 
creafed for three fucceffive years, they fhould be infinitely more 
numerous the next. It may afford feme fatisfafition to thole to 
be informed, that it is extremely probable, the trees and Ihrubs 
will not afford fufficient fuflenance to the prefent accumulated 
brood ; for fhould they be in the lead: dinted in their growth 
-at the time of their changing to Chryfalis, their wings will 
never expand, they will be incapable of flying, and of propa¬ 
gating their fpecies. It is alfo extremely improbable, that the 
ianle circumdrances fhould favour their increafe another year. 

What the actual caufes are which occafionally produce thefe 
extraordinary quantities of infedts will, perhaps, for ever re¬ 
main among the arcana of nature. We frequently hear that, 
in certain parts of the country, much damage has been fuffained 
by the Cock Chafer (Scarab teas MelolonthaJ ; in others, that the 
turnips have been deffroyed by a flnall Beetle, called the Fly- 
in others, that the fame plant has been con fumed by a Cater¬ 
pillar of a Tenthredo *; in others, that the wheat has been 
eaten in the ground by a fmall grub, producing an Rlater, or 
Spring Beetle -j~. One year the Aurelian fliall find plenty of 
painted Ladies fpapilio Cardui) ; another-year, with all his 
care, he fhall not find a Angle one. Lad: year the Sphinx Con¬ 
volvuli , Convolvulus Hawk Moth , and Papilio Hyale , clouded 

- For an account of which fee Alein, plate 62. Thefe, Mr. Frank- 
land informed me, were highly injurious laft year in fome parts of 
Yorkfhire. 

+ Mr. Lightfoot fhewed me.fome of thefe grubs; and related to me, 
that they were fo deftru£live this fpring about Uxbridge, that many farmery 
would be obliged to fow rrcfh grain. 
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Yellow Butterfly ., were common about London ; the naturalift 
ma y» perhaps, wait fix years before he fees another. 

The moft probable caufes are, the peculiarity of the wea¬ 
ther, and the plenty or fcarcity of the enemies of the Infeft ; 
for almoft every different fpecies of Infedt has its peculiar 
enemy, and none more than the Caterpillars of Moths and 
Butterflies. As to the former, warm and dry weather are uni- 
verfally allowed to promote the generation of Infefts ; violent 
winds, heavy and long continued rains, or extreme cold, are, 
on the contrary, fuppofed to check and deffroy them. It is, 
however, wonderful to obferve, with what addrefs they fecure 
themfelves from the effects of the two former; fuch as feed on 
the boughs, on fuch occafions creep from them to the large 
branches or body of the tree, where they reft unfhaken ; and 
thofe who refide in webs are fo fecured as to fufter little injury 
from any of thofe caufes. 

We obferved, that Caterpillars had many enemies. Birds 
of various kinds feed on them : the ftomach of a cuckow that 
was fhot, was found full of the Caterpillars of the Buff-tip 
Moth ('Ph. Bucephala). Mr. Church, Surgeon, oflflington, 
has obferved birds very bufily feeding on the Caterpillars of 
this very Moth, and carrying them to their young. The Ear- 
\vig is a great deftroyer of Caterpillars. But their grand enemy 
is the Ichneumon Fly *, a proof of whofe deftrudive powers I 

experienced 

There are various kinds of flies which pierce the fkin, and depofit their 
eggs in the bodies of Caterpillars; but the moft common is the Ichneumon Fly. 
Tt,e e S 3 s t,lus quickly produce fmall maggots, which feed on the body of 
the Caterpillar, taking care to eat that part only which lies immediately under 
the flcin, whereby they avoid injuring thofe parts which are effential to life; 
tor, fhould the Caterpillar be deftroyed, they alfo would perilh. Till the period ' 
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experienced laff year, in attempting to breed the large garden 
•white Butterfly , Papilio Brofficer. Out of twenty Caterpillars 
taken from the Cabbage, eighteen were iking by this Infect, 
and died. In proportion then as the Infek’s enemies- are more 
or lefs numerous, fo may be the Infed itfelf. 

We ihall now proceed to give a ihort account of the hiftorv 
of the Infedt which is the fubjedt of this eflay ; in the courfe 
of which, we ihall point out what appears to us to be the belt 
and moil effectual method of deftroying them. The Cater¬ 
pillar, as already has been obferved, owes its origin to a Moth, 
called the Brown-tail Moth , which is about two-thirds of the 
fize of the Moth produced from the Silk-worm, and is of a 
white colour throughout, excepting a ffreak of brown on the 
under fide of each fore-wing, running near to, and parallel 
with, its anterior edge, and a brown or moufe-coloured tail, 
from whence it derives its name. Thefe Moths come out of 
Chryfalis about the beginning of July, at which time they 
may be found flying about {lowly, efpecially in the evening, 
and depofiting their eggs on the foliage of the trees and (hrubs 
before mentioned. The female has a much larger tuft of 
down on its tail than the male, a great part of which is made 

of their full growth arrives, the Caterpillar eats as-ufual, and appears equally 
well in health. That period arrived, which feldom happens till the Caterpillar 
has crept to fome convenient place to chryfalize in, they eat their way out of 
its body, and immediately fpiti themfelves fin all bags, or cafes, in which they 
change to Chryfalis. During this operation, which continues feveral days, 
the Caterpillar apparently fuffiars the greateft pain, and after ftruggling in vain 
with its mortal enemy dies. When the Ichneumon Fly is final], its maggots 
are proportionally numerous ; a hundred of them frequently proceed from one 
Caterpillar. 7 he little bags which they fpin to chryfalize in are frequently 
mi (taken by the ignorant for the eggs of the Caterpillar. 
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rfe of in covering its eggs, which, when hid, look like tmnll 
lumps of down on the leaves. 

The young Caterpillars are hatched early in autumn : as 
foon as they quit the egg they fet about fpinning a web, and 
having formed a finall one, they proceed to feed on the foliage, 
by eating the upper furface and fleffiy part of the leaf, and 
leaving the under fide and ribs. It is curious to obferve with' 
what regularity they marffial themfelves for this purpofe. Thus 
they proceed daily, fpinning and enlarging their web,: to which 
they retreat every night and in bad weather, and extending 
their depredations. In the courfe of a few weeks their opera¬ 
tions begin to be vifible on the trees; their web as yet is not fo ■ 
confpicuous as^ thofe leaves,, which, being ftripped of their 
green part,, affume a dead appearance: now is the time to de- 
ftroy them* while their neft is fmall, and their ravages juft- 
confpicuousi They may be cut off the twigs or branches-with* 
a pruning knife, or gardener’s (hears, whofe handles may, if 
neceffary, be lengthened ; or by a fliarp hook affixed to the end' 
of a long pole. When cut off, they ffiould be coHedfed! toge¬ 
ther and burned, merely to prevent their returning again to * 
the trees-and ffirubs. By performing this operation thus early, 
you fave the autumnal verdure of your foliage : if it be defer¬ 
red till winter, the web will then be more confpicuous, and* 
will have acquired a (Longer a-nd tougher texture, fo as to bear 
pulling off, which ffiould be preferred-to pruning in certain* 
cafes, efpecially where it regards fruit trees. No remedy ffiort 
of removing the webs will avail. Lotions, fumigations, ver¬ 
min powder, &c. will be applied to no purpoffi; they are too 5 
ftrongly enveloped to-be affefted by any of thefe. In about 
three weeks from their being firft hatched, they change their 
ikin, a procefs which not only all Caterpillars undergo four or 

five 
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five times, at different periods of their growth, but alfo the 
Spider , the Bed Bug , and even Lobjlers and Crabs. This ufually 
takes up Several days. Afterwards, they proceed in the fame 
manner, enlarging their web, and extending their daily foraging 
excurfions, till benumbing winter confines them entirely to 
their filken habitation; they then not only fecure the general 
web on all tides as ftrongly as they can, to exclude impertinent 
intruders, but each individual fpins a thin cafe for itfelf: here 
they reft in a ftate of torpid feeurity, till the genial war mth of 
the fpring animates them afrefh, and informs them, that the 
all-bountiful Author of Nature hath provided food convenient 
for them. Thus apprized, they iflue forth in the day-time 
and in fine weather, as before ; but having acquired ftronger 
powers, and the foliage they have now to encounter being 
more tender, they become iefs fcrupulous in their feeding, and 
devour the whole of it. A difpofition to affociate continues 
with them till they have changed their laft ikins, when they 
ufually feparate, each endeavouring to provide in the heft man¬ 
ner for itfelf. At this period they are raoft expofed to various 
enemies, and moft frequently attacked by the Ichneumon Fly 
(vide fig. 14, 15.). We fometimes find a few continuing toge¬ 
ther to the laft, when each fpins a feparate web, in which it 
changes to Chryfalis : this ufually takes place about the begin¬ 
ning of June; here, in a ftate of perfedf quietude, it remains 
about three weeks, when it changes to the Moth we have 
already deferibed. 
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EXPLANATION OF THE PLATE. 

Fig. I. The eggs laid by the female Moth, and covered by the 
down from its tail. 

2 . The eggs with the down removed. 

3. The young Caterpillars fufpending themfelves by a fingle 

web from their mouths. 

4. Shews the manner in which the young Caterpillars feed 

from the time they are hatched till winter, by eating the 
furface and flefhy part of the leaf, and leaving the mem¬ 
branous and veiny part. 

. The general bag or neft of one brood of Caterpillars as it 
appears in winter. 

6. Some of the Caterpillars as they- appear on their firft coming 
out in the fpring. 
f. A full-grown Caterpillar. 

8. The fame, having fpun a web, aiid about changing to Chrv- 
falis. 

9: The fame, changed to Chryfalis, and taken from the web. 

10. A male Moth, produced from the Chryfalis. 

11. A female of the fame fpecies. 

12. A dead Caterpillar of the fame fpecies, having been flung 
by an Ichneumon Fly. 

13. The web which the Caterpillar had fpun, as at fig. 8; 
opened to Ihew the little bags which the Ichneumon 
Caterpillar, proceeding from its body, had fpun to chry- 
falize in. 

14. The Ichneumon Fly of its natural fize, produced from a 
Chryfalis inclofed in one of the faid bags or cafes. 

1 5. ff'he fame magnified. 
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